was three centuries old, but the idgea of housing it in a

permanent building was new, and even after theaters had
been built, plays were still regularly performed in improvised
spaces when acting companies were touring the provinces or pre-
senting their plays in the large houses of royalty and nobility.

In 1576, James Burbage, the father of Shakespeare's partner
and fellow actor Richard Burbage, built the first public theater and
called it, appropriately, the Theater. Shortly thereafter, a second
playhouse called the Curtain was erected. Both of these were
located in a northern suburb of London, whete they would not
affront the more staid and sober-minded residents of London
proper. Then came the Rose, the Swan, the Fortune, the Globe,
the Red Bull, and the Hope: an astonishing number of public
theaters and far more than there were in any other capital city of
Europe at that time.

By the mid-sixteenth century, the art of drama in England

it was owned by the company which Shakespeare belonged

to. It was built out of timbers salvaged from the Theater
when the latter was demolished in 1599. These timbers were
carted acress London, rafted over the Thames, and reassembled
on the Bankside, near a bear garden—not the most elegant of
London suburbs. Since many of Shakespeare's plays received their
first performances in the Globe, curiosity and speculation about
this famous building have baen common for the last two hundred
years or more, Unfartunately, the plans for the Globe have not
survived, though there still exist old panoramic drawings of London
in which its exterior is pictured, and there is still considerable
information available about soma other theaters, including a skeich
of the Swan's stage and the building contract for the Fortune. But
the most important sources of information are the plays them-
selves, with their stage directions and other clues to the structure
of the theater.

The Globe, of course, is the most famous of these because

The Structure of the Globe

At the present time, most scholars accept as accurate the recon-
struction of the Globe published by C. Walter Hodges, whose draw-
ing appears on the next page. Notice that the theater in this
drawing has three main parts: the building proper, the stage, and
the tiring house {or ''backstage’ area}, with the flag flying from its
peak to indicate that there will be a parformance today.

The theater building proper was a wooden structure three stories
high surrounding a spacious inner yard open to the sky. It was
probably a sixteen-sided polygon. Any structure with that many
sides would appear circular, so it is not surprising that Shakespeare
referred to the Globe as “'this wooden Q" in his play Henry V. There
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Globe Theater at Bankside
(17th century). Watercolor.
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were prcbably only two entrances to the building, one for the public
and cone for the theater company. But there may well have been
another public door used as an exit, because when the Globe
burned down in 1613, the crowd all escaped the flames quickly
and safely. General admission to the theater cost one penny; this
entitled a spectator to be a groundling, which meant he or she
could stand in the yard. Patrons paid a little more to mount up
into the galleries, where there were seats and where there was a
hetter view of the stage. The most expensive seats of all were
chairs set right on the stage, along its two sides; people who wanted .
to be conspicuous rented them, and they must have been a great
nuisance to the rest of the audience and the actors. A public
theater could hold a surprisingly large number of spectators: three
thousand according to two different contemporary accounts. The
spectators must have been squeezed together, and so it is no
wonder that the authorities always closed the theaters during epi-
demics of plague.

The stage jutted halfway out into the yard, so that the actors
were in much closer contact with the audience than they are in
modern theaters, most of which have picture-frame stages with




orchestra pit, proscenium arch, and front curtains. A picture-frame
stage usually attempts to give the illusion of reality: its painted
scenery represents the walis of a room or an outdoor vista, and the
actors pretend that nobody is watching them perform, at least until
it is time to take a bow. To be sure, theater designs have been
changing since World War Il, and people have again learned to
enjoy plays ‘'in the round,” without elaborate realistic settings.
Modern audiences are learning to accept what Renaissance audi-
ences took for granted: that the theater cannot show “reality.”
Whatever happens on the stage is make-believe, Spectators at the
Globe loved to see wilches or devils emerge through the trapdoor
in the stage, which everybody pretended led down to Hell, though
everybody knew that it did not, just as everybody knew that the
ceiling over part of the stage was nct really the Heavens, This
ceiling was painted with elaborate suns, moons, and stars, and it
contained a trapdoor through which angels, gods, and spirits could
be lowered on a wire and even flown over the other actors' heads.
Such large, sensational effects as these were plentiful in the Ren-
aissance theater. At the opposite extreme, every tiny nuance of an
individual actor's performance could affect the audience, which
was so very close to the stage. The actors were highly trained, and
they could sing, dance, declaim, wrestle, fence, clown, roar, weep,
and whisper. Unfortunately, none of this liveliness can be convayed
by the printed page; we must imagine ali the activity on stage as
we read.

The third structural element in this theater was the tiring house,
a tall building that contained machinery and dressing rooms and
that provided a two-story back wall for the stage. The drawing
shows that this wall contained a gallery above and a curtained
space below. The gallery had multiple purposes, depending on
what play was being performed. Spectators could sit there, musi-
cians could perform there, or parts of the play could be acted
there. Many plays have stage directions indicating that some actors
should appear on a level above the other actors—on balconies,
towers, city walls, parapets, fortifications, hills, and the like. The
curtained area below the gallery was used mainly for ‘‘discoveries”
of things prepared in advance and temporarily kept hidden from
the audience until the proper times for showing them. In Shake-
speare's Merchant of Venice, for example, the curtain is drawn to
reveal {or “discover”) three small chests, in one of which is hidden
the heroine's picture. Some modern accounts of Renzissance thea-
ters refer to this curtained area as an “‘inner stage,” but apparently
it was too small, too shallow, and too far out of the sight of some
spectators to be used as a performance space. If a parformer were
“discovered” behind the curtains, as Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus is
discovered in his study with his books, he would guickly move out
onto the stage to be better seen and heard. Thrones, banquets,
beds, writing desks, and so on could be pushed through the cur-
tains onto the stage, and as soon as a large preperty of this sort
appeared, the audience would know at once that the action was
taking place indoors. When the action shifted to the outdoors, the
praperty could be pulled back behind the curtain,
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Reconstruction of the second
Globe Theater. Engraving.

Scenery

The people in the audience were quite prepared to use their imag-

ination. When they saw actors carrying lanterns, they knew it was
night, even though the sun was shining brightly overhead. Often,
instead of seeing a scene, they heard it desctibed, as when a
character exclaims,

But lock, the morn in russet mantle clad
Walks o'er the dew of yon high eastward hill.

—from Hamlet,
Act |, Scene 1

Shakespeare could not show a sunrise; instead of trying to, he
wrote a speech inviting the audience to imagine one. When the
stage had to become a forest, as in several of Shakespeare's com-
edies, there was no painted scenety trying (and usually failing) to
fook like real trees, bushes, flowers, and so on. instead, a few
bushes and smali trees might be pushed onto the stage, and then
the actors created the rest of the scenery by speaking poetry that
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evoked images in the spectators’ minds, In As You Like I1, Rosalind
simply looks around her and announces “Well, this is the Forest

of Arden.”

The great advantage of this theater was its speed and flexibility.
The stage could be anywhere, and the piay did not have to be
interrupted while the sets were shifted. By listening tc what was
being said, the audience learned all that they needed to know
about where the action was taking place at any given mcment;
they did not need to consult a printed program.

Act and Scene Divisions

Most of the act and scene divisions In Renaissance drama have
been added by later editors, who have tried to adapt plays written
for the old platform stage to the modern picture-frame stage. In
this process, editors have badly damaged one play in particular,
Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra. This play was published and
republished for a hundred years after Shakespeare's death without
any act and scene divisions at all. Then one editor cut it up into
twenty-seven different scenes, and another into forty-four, thus
better suiting the play to the picture-frame stage, or so they
thought. But a stage manager would go mad trying to provide
realistic scenery for this many different Iccales, Even a reader
becomes confused and irritated trying to imagine ali the different
places where the characters are going according to the modern
stage directions, which are of a kind that Shakespeare and his
contemporaries never heard of. “Theirs was a drama of perscns,
not a drama of places,”” according to Gerald Bentiey, one cf our
best theatrical historians.

Props and Effects

Some modern accounts have overemphasized the bareness of Ren-
aissance theaters; actually, they were ornate rather than bare. Their
Interiors were painted brightly, there were many decorations, and
the space at the rear of the stage could be covered with colorful
tapestries or hangings. Costumas were rich, elaborate, and expen-
sive. The manager-producer Philip Henslowe, whose aceount bocks
preserve much important information about the early theater, once
paid twenty pounds, then an anarmous sum, for a single cloak far
one of his actors to wear in a play. Henslowe's lists of theatrical
properties mention, among other things, chariots, fountains, drag-
ons, beds, tents, thrones, booths, wayside crosses. The audience
enjoyed the processions—religious, royal, military—that occur in
many plays. These would enter the stage from one door, pass over
the stage, and then exit by the other door. A few quick costume
changes in the tiring house, as the actors passed through, could
double and triple the number of people in a procession. Pagentry,
sound effects, music both vocal and instrumental—all these ele-
ments helped give the audience their money's worth of theatrical
experience.

Torch-bearer as Oceania by | i -
Tnigo Jones (1605). Watercolor. f / _
J
i

Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Stage in an Amphitheater
(c. 1576). Reconstruction drawing
by C. Walter Hodges.
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Private Halls and Indoor Theaters

These, then, were the chief features of the public theaters that
Renaissance dramatists had to keep in mind as they wrote their
plays. In addition to these theaters, the acting companies also
performed in two other kinds of spaces: in the great halls of castles
and manor houses, and in certain indoor theaters in London {which
are called indoor theaters to distinguish them from theaters like
the Globe, which were only partly roofed over).

For performances in a great hall, a theater company must have
had a portable booth stage, like the one shown here in the drawing
of an amphitheater, a building where the usual entertainment was
a bear being attacked by dogs. The bear pits were vile places, but
the temporary stages set up in them could easily accommodate
any play written for the public theater except for scenes requiring
the use of Heavens overhanging the stage.

Something like this booth stage may also have been used in the
private theaters like the Blackfriars, which Shakespeare’s com-
pany, the King's Men, acquired in 1608. Although nothing is
known about the physical features of the Biackfriars stage, we
Know that the building itself—a disused monastery—was entirely
roofed over, unlike the Globe, where only part of the stage and part
of the audience had the protection of a roof. One great advantage
of Blackfriars was that the company could perform there in cold
weather and, since artificial lighting always had to be used, at
night. And so the King's Men could put on plays all during the
year, with increased profits for the shareholders, among them
Shakespeare.



